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ENS

Forests, Rivers, Air and Animals of North Korea Assessed 
NAIROBI, Kenya, August 30, 2004 (ENS) - The status and quality of North Korea's environment has been assessed for the first time. 

Priority issues for the conservation of forests, water, air, land and biodiversity in the Democratic People's Republic of Korea (North Korea) were identified in detail. 

A visit by UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer to Pyongyang in 2000 was the initial impetus for the assessment and the report was completed in late 2003. 

A high level North Korean delegation traveled to UNEP headquarters in Nairobi to introduce the assessment on Friday with representatives of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). 

Officials from 20 North Korean government and academic agencies produced the report with training and guidance from UNEP's assessment office in Bangkok and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) office in the North Korean capital Pyongyang. 
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Pyongyang, capital of the Democratic People's Republic of Korea(Photo courtesy World's Biggest Cities)
The country's government "has shown its willingness to engage with the global community to safeguard its environmental resources and we must respond so it can meet development goals in a sustainable manner," said Toepfer. 

"By bringing together the available environmental information and identifying priority issues, the report will help strengthen monitoring and assessment, policy setting, action planning and resourcing in the Democratic People's Republic of Korea," Toepfer said. 

Toepfer and the head of North Korea's delegation to Nairobi, Dr. Ri Hung Sik, the Secretary-General of the National Coordinating Committee for Environment, signed a framework agreement to guide joint activities that will strengthen the country's capacity for environmental protection. 

This includes a project with the UNDP to improve quantitative environmental assessment and monitoring, utilizing information technology and integrating 10 national institutions with environmental responsibilities. 

North Korea and the UN agencies are hoping to attract the funding to respond to the country's environmental problems. The assessment report contains 16 project proposals - from awareness campaigns to major technology overhauls - to help the donor community respond to the issues. 

While the report acknowledges a scarcity of research and data on which to base reliable environmental assessments, some facts are now known. 

North Korea's population is now estimated at 24.4 million people, 60 percent of whom live in urban areas. 

Three-quarters of the country is forested, but almost all of that forest is on steep slopes. A growing population and the conversion of hilly land to agricultural production have taken a toll on forests. 

Forested areas expanded from the 1950s with national planting campaigns, but over the past 10 years forests have declined in extent and quality due to timber production and a doubling of firewood consumption. Wildfires and insect attacks associated with drought also have degraded forested lands. 

In response, the government has encouraged community, youth and children's groups to establish tree nurseries and to participate in campaigns such as the National Tree Planting Day each March 2. 

Rich in water resources, North Korea is struggling to maintain water supply and quality. Eighty percent of total surface water is used for hydropower generation, and pollution is a worsening problem. 
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"A surprise was the fact that most buildings in PY have been refurbished and repainted. the roads and footpaths very very clean. There were no blackouts or air raid drills while I was there," notes Peter Crowcroft, who visited April 13-20, 2004. (Photo courtesy Peter Crowcroft)
The Taedong River, which flows through central Pyongyang must absorb 30,000 cubic metres of wastewater daily discharged by a dozen factories. 

Construction of the West Sea Barrage and low flows due to drought have weakened natural purification of the river, leading to seasonal red and blue tides in the Taedong's lower reaches, the report explains. 

The lower Amnok River, on the boundary of North Korea and China, is also affected by industrial effluent and domestic sewage. 

The report calls for "urgent investment" in domestic sewage and industrial treatment, and in water storage, purification and supply systems. 

The government is strengthening legal control on effluent from factories by applying the polluter pays principle and has initiated mass media campaigns for water conservation. 

But more needs to be done, the report concludes. Establishment of a national pollution monitoring system in the major river system, promotion of efficient technology for the effluent treatment, and establishment of a municipal waste water treatment plant equipped with the latest energy efficient technology are all recommended. 

The country's reliance on coal for power generation, manufacturing and domestic heating has created serious urban air pollution problems, though comprehensive monitoring or studies of its effects on human health have not been carried out. 

North Korea is projected to increase is use of coal five-fold by 2020. The report calls for investment in clean coal combustion and exhaust gas purification technologies, energy efficiency, and renewable energy alternatives. 

Self-sufficiency in food production has been a national policy aim, but major crop yields fell by almost two-thirds during the 1990s due to land degradation caused by loss of forest, droughts, floods and tidal waves, acidification due to overuse of chemicals, as well as shortages of fertilizer, farm machinery and oil. 

Vulnerable soils require an expansion of restorative policies and practices such as flood protection works, tree planting, terracing and use of organic fertilizers. 

Recognizing such issues, the North Korean government has adjusted its legal and administrative framework, the report states, designating environmental protection as a priority over all productive practices and identifying it as a prerequisite for sustainable development. 

The country is inhabited by several critically endangered species, including the Amur leopard, Asiatic black bear and Siberian tiger. To conserve these species, North Korea has signed international environmental agreements such as the Convention on Biological Diversity. 

Once the Asiatic black bear, Ursus thibetanus, ranged from western edge of Afghanistan across Pakistan, eastward over northern India and southern Tibet, northern Indochina and northeastern China, and into Russia, Korea and Japan, according to the Central Tibetan Administration website. 
[image: image6.jpg]



An Asiatic black bear, known also as a Himalayan black bear, Ursus thibetanus, in a zoo (Photo credit unknown)
Now zoos contain many of these rare bears, but in the wild Asiatic black bears prefer heavily forested areas, in mountains and moist tropical forests below alpine elevations. In the summer they like altitudes as high as 3,330 meters (10,000 feet), but in the winter descend to lower hills. 

The government has adopted national laws on forests, fisheries, water resources and marine pollution, the report notes, but the authors say still more legislation is needed. "More environmental laws and regulations need to be formulated or the current laws need to be upgraded," the report says. 

To align socio-economic progress with sustainable development, improved mechanisms for environmental management and greater financial investment in the environmental sector are required. 

North Korea and UNEP jointly recommend a study on environmental science and technology that is focused on the country's identified problems, and monitoring and statistical systems to assess the state and quality of the environment at the country level. 

Until more data is available, the information that has emerged from this assessment, the authors state, "will be used as a basis for preparing national policies and plans." 

Find the Democratic People's Republic of Korea (DPRK) State of the Environment Report at: http://www.rrcap.unep.org/ 1

___________________________________________________________________________________________

Agence France-Presse
Reliance on coal worsens environmental pollution in North Korea/ UNEP 
English Wire via NewsEdge Corporation : NAIROBI, Aug 27

(AFP) - North Korea's reliance on coal for energy has exacerbated environmental pollution in the Asian country, already hard hit by industrial and domestic waste, UN Environment Programme (UNEP) said in a report Friday.

North Korea's "reliance on coal for power generation, industrial processes and domestic heating has created serious urban problems, though comprehensive monitoring or studies on its effect on human health have not been carried out," said UNEP's State of the Environment report for the Asian country.

"There are severe environmental problems" in North Korea "without any doubt," UNEP executive director Klaus Toepfer told a press conference in Nairobi.

Toepfer said water and air pollution are the most common forms of environmental degradation in North Korea, a country with forests covering about three quarters of its land mass.

"While relatively rich in water resources, (North) Korea faces challenges in maintaining water supply and quality. Eighty percent of total water is currently utilised for hydro-generation," UNEP said in the report compiled with North Korea's National Coordinating Committee for Environment (NCCE).

"In recent years, pollution of rivers and streams has become severe, particularly the Taedong River, which flows through central Pyongyang," the capital city, according to a statement accompanying the report, the first

to be done for the isolated nation. 

"A dozen factories and plants have been recorded discharging 30,000 cubic metres of wastewater into the river everyday," it said, adding that LowerAmnok river on the border with China has been "severely" affected by

industrial and domestic waste.

The country's forest cover is also under siege, the report said.

"While forest area expanded from the 1950s with national timber campaigns, over the past decade, forests have declined in extent and quality due to timber production, a doubling firewood consumption, wildfires and insect attacks associated with drought," the statement said.

Toepfer said the NCCE and UNEP on Friday signed a framework agreement to cooperate on the conservation of the environment.

"(North) Korea has shown its willingness to engage with the global community to safeguard its environmental resources and we must respond so it can meet development goals in a sustainable manner," Toepfer said.

ENN

U.N. report on North Korea environment says outlook is tough 

Tuesday, August 31, 2004

By Jack Kim, Reuters

SEOUL, South Korea — North Korea's environment faces a stark future unless urgent action is taken, the United Nations said recently in a first report on the communist state's environment compiled with unprecedented help from Pyongyang. 

The U.N Environment Program (UNEP), which issued the report, hopes it will become a building block for further action in North Korea, which has launched tentative economic reforms but lacks energy and has large industries lying dormant or dead.

The report, which was produced by North Korea with training and guidance from UNEP, targets all major areas of the environment, including forest degradation, water quality, air pollution, and biodiversity.

"Increasing population growth and the existing mountain terrain along with the occurrence of natural disaster have exerted pressure on the existing natural resources and environment," the report said. "The conflict between socio-economic progress and a path of truly sustainable development is likely to be further aggravated unless emerging issues can be settled in time."

The report is available on the U.N. program's Web site (www.rrcap.unep.org/). The North's National Coordinating Committee for Environment and the U.N. Environment Program in Pyongyang, along with the program's offices in Nairobi and Bangkok, consulted closely on the report.

While much of North Korea is forested, deforestation has progressed in past decades from timber production, increased consumption of firewood, and wildfires, the report said.

"The degradation of forest resources in DPR Korea has emerged as the most urgent priority," the report said.

North Korea's official name is the Democratic People's Republic of Korea.

A growing population and scarce arable land had also pushed agricultural production into the hills, taking its toll on the forests, it said.

North Korea has relatively rich water resources but faces increasing challenges in the supply and quality of water from pollution and large quantities of water used for power generation, the report said.

Growing air pollution was largely from the country's reliance on coal for power and heating and underscored the need for efficiency and better technology, it said.

North Korea has shown its willingness to safeguard its environmental resources, the U.N. program's executive director, Klaus Toepfer, said in a statement.

The normally secretive North is in a standoff with the United States over its suspected nuclear weapons programs. It has been urged to give up the programs in return for peaceful energy assistance from the international community.

But Pyongyang has said it has the right to maintain nuclear programmes intended for "peaceful purposes."

Toepfer and the head of North Korea's environment committee Ri Hung-sik signed a framework agreement that will guide joint activities for environmental protection in the North, UNEP said.

The report's release had been scheduled for March this year during the UNEP's global ministerial forum in South Korea but was put off when the North Korean delegate failed to show up.

Source: Reuters

___________________________________________________________________________________________

Lloyd's List
September 1, 2004

UN issues warning on Barents Sea risk

BODY:
RUSSIAN legislation relating to oil spills is "discrepant and does not provide strict control over the responsibility for oil pollution or effective measures to prevent and respond to oil spills" a new report from the United Nations Environmental Programme suggests.

The report by UNEP's Global International Waters Assessment was released last week and highlighted a number of problems relating to the carriage of oil in the Barents Sea region, which it says is set to increase massively in the coming years.

"Russia still lacks a federal law regulating the responsibility for oil pollution like the Oil Pollution Act in the US," the report stated. 

The OPA90 comment is unlikely to please those industry players who advocate that legislation on oil pollution should be achieved at international level and not unilaterally.

The Russian Federation is a signatory of the 1992 protocols to the Civil Liability and Fund Conventions which provide for compensation following oil spills.

However, the report points out that Russia has yet to sign up to the convention for the protection of the marine environment of the North-East Atlantic (Ospar). While pollution in the Barents Sea is relatively low at present, the report warns that the risk of spills is expected to increase "in the near future", as a result of the increased oil and gas activity on the Russian Arctic shelf.

It also suggests that safety plans need to be developed to prevent accidental oil spills and that contingency plans should be put in place to respond to them.

It points to a "lack of national and regional regulations for aquaculture, the introduction of commercial species as well as for the issue of discharges of ballast water".

Other problems highlighted in the report include:

- a shortage of equipment to deal with oil spills under ice conditions and in remote areas;

- a shortage of double-hull tankers;

- underdeveloped coastal services; and

- delays in the timetable for Russian Arctic Shelf development which are in turn hampering the funding of ecological programmes by oil and gas companies.
The UNEP assessment can be downloaded at www.giwa.net/barentssea__________________
Japan Economic Newswire
8/30/2004 04:09:37 
Rare U.N. report bares Korea's water, air & forest concerns 
via NewsEdge Corporation : NEW YORK, Aug. 27_The United Nations Environment Program released its first report on the state of the environment in North Korea on Friday and has identified key concerns about the

country's forest, water and air quality.

"By bringing together the available environmental information and identifying priority issues, the report will help strengthen monitoring and assessment, policy setting, action planning and resourcing" in North Korea, UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer said in a statement.

The State of the Environment report was carried out by North Korean officials from 20 different government and academic agencies who received training and guidance from the UNEP's assessment office in Bangkok and in coordination with United Nations Development Program office in Pyongyang.

While the North Koreans have expanded their wooded areas through national planting campaigns that were undertaken in the 1950s, an increase in timber production, a doubling of the firewood consumption, and the impact of wild fires, as well as insect infestations, over the last several decades have taken a toll on the forests, the report said.

Additionally, a growing population, which now numbers about 24.4 million, 60 percent of whom live in urban areas, and the conversion of hilly land to agricultural production have contributed toward deforestation.

The assessment also indicated there was a growing concern about the water quality and supply, despite the fact that North Korea is rich in that resource although 80 percent of its surface water is used for hydropower generation.

Chief among the concerns is the increasing rates of pollution that flows into rivers and streams, particularly the Taedong River, which runs through central Pyongyang.

Dozens of factories and plants reportedly discharge about 30,000 cubic meters of wastewater into the river on a daily basis. Also the construction of the West Sea Barrage and droughts, which have reduced water levels, have led to red and blue tides in the Taedong's lower reaches.

The lower Amnok River, that borders North Korea and China, is also in trouble due to significant industrial effluent combined with domestic sewage.

The report, the first of its kind by the Nairobi-based U.N. agency, also recommends that the government urgently invest in domestic sewage and industrial treatment, as well as in water storage, purification and supply systems.

Due to North Korea's dependence on coal for power generation, industrial purposes and for domestic heating, there is serious urban air pollution, which will be exacerbated by the five-fold increase in reliance on coal by 2020.

Despite the fact that self-sufficiency has been a national goal for the reclusive country, major crop yields have fallen by nearly two thirds during the 1990s due to land degradation that has been affected by deforestation,

droughts, floods and tidal waves, among other factors.

The report concludes that for North Korea to align socio-economic progress with sustainable development, environmental laws and regulations need to be formulated or upgraded and environmental management mechanisms need to be improved and intensified.

"The Democratic People's Republic of Korea has shown its willingness to engage with the global community to safeguard its environmental resources and we must respond so it can meet development goals in a sustainable manner," Toepfer said.

Toepfer and Ri Hung Sik, the head of the North Korean delegation and secretary general of the National Coordinating Committee for Environment, on Thursday signed a framework agreement to guide joint ventures that will strengthen their commitment to environmental protection.

In response to the findings, North Korea has adjusted its legal and administrative framework, designated environmental protection as a priority and adopted national laws on forests, fisheries, water resource and marine pollution.

As home to several endangered animals, including the Amur leopard, Asiatic black bear and Siberian tiger, the country has also agreed to abide by international environmental agreements, such as the Convention on Biological Diversity.

Although the report was completed late last year, it was not released until Friday, to mark the occasion of the North Korean delegation's visit to the UNEP's headquarters in the Kenyan capital. 

_________________________________________________________________________

Canadian Business News 

Thirst for change
The world's most influential investors join forces with the United Nations Environment Programme to embrace socially responsible investing  In the southwest Indian state of Kerala, PepsiCo Inc. and Coca-Cola Co. were ordered by local authorities to shut down bottling plants earlier this year, due to drought-induced water shortages. Pepsi responded by working with locals to build a well for municipal use and reopened its plant after only a month. Coca-Cola's plant is still idle five months on, costing the company millions.

It's at times like these when investors need to ask: Is the company I'm about to invest in equipped to deal with social, environmental and governance issues that can impact the bottom line? Does this factory have a plan in place to reduce emissions, or is it doomed by Kyoto? Will a retailer use slave labour to come in under budget? Yet few analysts have the skills to work these scenarios into their assessments. To help remedy this situation, the United Nations Environment Programme launched the Responsible Investment Initiative earlier this summer. UNEP will work with major institutional investors and pension funds to develop a set of globally recognized principles for socially responsible investing by September 2005. The goal is to get large investors thinking about how to integrate environmental, social and governance concerns into financial decision-making--a goal that is supported by the results of a 14-month study conducted by Deutsche Bank, Goldman Sachs, UBS and others.

Traditionally, investors have largely ignored these kinds of issues, arguing their main concern is fulfilling fiduciary duty. But socially responsible investing is gaining ground: more than $1 out of every $9 under professional management in the United States is invested in socially responsible assets, and the total in Canada is more than $50 billion. The Ontario Teachers' Pension Plan, for instance, takes into account a wide range of criteria--from labour issues to climate change--when looking to invest in a company (though spokesman Lee Fullerton adds that for the $79-billion fund "it is only the bottom line that counts.") On this side of the ocean, the biggest barrier to socially responsible investing is a lack of information from companies. The roles are somewhat reversed in Europe, where legislation ensures companies provide ample documentation on things like pollution and community involvement--but where many analysts haven't quite figured out how to use it.

SRI isn't mainstream yet. "It is fair to say there are great swathes of the financial community where the issues are not effectively factored into pricing," says Paul Clements-Hunt, director of the UNEP Finance Initiative. Nonetheless, he's optimistic: "There is a great deal more receptivity to bringing these issues in and giving them a more rigorous role in how investment analysis is undertaken and implemented," he says. "I think we are genuinely on the cusp of a sea change."

In September, UNEP expects to unveil a list of institutional investors that will help develop the guidelines. Apparently there are some prominent people on board--though no one's making any promises.
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

National Post (Canada)                                                                                                 

A focus on a 'clean' slate

Acuity turns environmental, social and governance concerns into investment decisionsTuesday, August 31, 2004

Supporting environmentally friendly and socially conscious investment habits has been a rewarding business strategy for Acuity Investment Management and Acuity Funds Ltd., twin companies founded and headed by Ian Ihnatowycz.

Acuity has seen assets in its 16 mutual funds more than double in the past year to $954-million as the dual drivers of healthy performance and strong sales spurred growth. When combined with 14 low-fee pooled funds targeted to high-net worth individuals, as well as institutional and pension accounts and two publicly traded closed-end funds, Acuity's assets are close to $3-billion.

"Our mission is to provide high value-added products and services to clients in a clearly differentiated way," Mr. Ihnatowycz says.

Mr. Ihnatowycz founded the Acuity group in 1991 when he launched the Clean Environment funds, and it continues to be privately held by him and a handful of partners at the firm. The original funds, which invest in companies offering solutions to environmental problems or supporting environmentally friendly practices, became the base for a broader product line.

In addition to diversified equity and fixed-income products, Acuity also offers a line of "social values" funds. Social criteria include excellence in environmental management, positive labour practices, support of human rights, and the avoidance of any companies tinged by association with nuclear power, weapons, alcohol or tobacco.

"Not only is investment return uncompromised, but it is enhanced when environmental and social considerations are combined with financial analysis," Mr. Ihnatowycz says. "There's a strong value-added component."

The largest fund in the stable is the Acuity High Income Fund, with $432-million in assets. The fund, which had a one-year gain of 19.8% at July 31 and a three-year average annual return of 15.5%, won the award for Balanced Fund of the Year at the 2003 Canadian Investment Fund Awards.

"Acuity's fund performance has certainly turned a few heads," says Dan Hallett, president of Windsor, Ont.-based Dan Hallett & Associates. "It's a positive cycle -- the good returns grab attention and that leads to more sales."

Before founding Acuity, Mr. Ihnatowycz was a portfolio manager at Hughes, King & Co., where his responsibilities included managing pension assets with environmental or social criteria. He left to launch his own firm, and a "quiet market study" determined a need in the marketplace for a line of investment funds specializing in environmentally sensitive products or solutions.

With an undergraduate degree in science and pharmacology, he was personally concerned about such problems as global warming, and felt it was important to contribute to a solution.

"Environmental and socially conscious investing has become a groundswell, but when Acuity was launched we were breaking new ground," he says. "Today, it's no longer a question of whether or not global warming is dangerous, it's what do we do about it."

Mr. Ihnatowycz has painstakingly assembled a team of investment managers that possess strong science or practical business backgrounds as well as financial and analytical skills. For example, Hugh McCauley is a graduate in engineering and physics; Martin Grosskopf has a master's degree in environmental science; David Stonehouse is a geological engineer; and Warren Fenton has experience in consumer products and merchandising.

"As a team, we cover the bases as far as understanding different industries," Mr. Ihnatowycz says. "We look at specific characteristics such as return on equity, quality of management, cash flow and strategic positioning -- and combine all of that with expertise in science and business. It's resulted in a unique product line and strong results."

He says the team was ahead of the curve in discovering the investment attributes of income trusts, and has used them to supplement equity, fixed-income and balanced portfolios for more than a decade.

"When used judiciously, income trusts can lower the volatility of a portfolio and enhance return."

In 2003, Acuity was selected as the only Canadian firm to participate in a 14-month study sponsored by the United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP) on the materiality of social, environmental and corporate governance to stock prices. The results found these issues can have profound effects -- both negative and positive, depending on whether they are being addressed -- on shareholder value in both the long and short term. The UNEP is urging corporate managers and board directors to include environmental, social and corporate governance reporting in their annual reports and financial statements, and trustees of pension funds to invest assets in a manner that reflects the strong links between social, environmental and financial performance.

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Pak Tribune 

MoE to launch projects for controlling desertification and ozone depletion
ISLAMABAD, September 01 (Online): Ministry of Environment will carry out projects for controlling desertification and ozone depletion, with a financial assistance of US$ 5,64,000/-from United Nation Development Programme (UNDP). 

These projects are "Sustainable Land Management to Combat Desertification in Pakistan" and "Institutional Strengthening of the Ozone Cell within the Ministry for looking after matters pertaining to phasing out ozone depleting substances (ODS) under the Montreal Protocol". UNDP will also provide US$ 31,500 for Promotion of Energy Efficient Housing Technology' to the Agha Khan Foundation. 

A signing ceremony of agreements in this regard was held on Tuesday. Mr. Javed Hasan Aly, Secretary Environment, Raja Raza Arshad, Additional Secretary, Dr. Bashir Ahmed Wani, Inspector General Forests, Khalid Masood Ahmed, Joint Secretary (Development) and other high ranking officials of the Ministry, UNDP and of Environmental Action Plan-Support Programme were present on the occasion when UNDP Resident Representative Lena Lindberg, Shaher Bano Walajahi, Deputy Secretary Environment, and Farah Ayub Tareen Deputy Secretary Economic Affairs Division, affixed signatures on the documents. 

An amount of US$340,000/- has been provided by the Global Environment Facility through UNDP for "Sustainable Land Management to Combat Desertification in Pakistan", which has been prepared by the "Ecosystem Management and Natural Recourses Conservation" programme of the NEAP-Support Programme under the Forestry Wing of the Environment Ministry. 

This Project will aim at combating land degradation and desertification in the country. It will focus on mitigating the causes and effects of land degradation on the structural and functional integrity of dry-land ecosystems through capacity building, institutional strengthening and on-the-ground interventions for Sustainable Land Management. 

The prime objective of this project would be the implementation of "National Action Plan (NAP) for Combating Desertification and Mitigating Impacts of Drought", which has been prepared to fulfill Pakistan's obligation to implement United Nations Convention on Combating Desertification (UNCCD). 

The Second agreement is about extension for phase-III of the project for "Institutional Strengthening for the Implementation of the Montreal Protocol to phase-out Ozone Depleting Substances" costing US$ 224467/-. 

The Ozone Cell will continue to follow up and implement all related activities such as legislative, licensing, data reporting, providing technical and financial assistance to local industry to convert to the use of Non-Ozone Depleting Substances technology, public awareness, and coordination amongst implementation of various amendments in the Montreal Protocol, implementation of Refrigeration Management Plan, Solvents and Halons Management Plans etc. 

End.

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

ENS

Even Modest Climate Change Means More and Larger Fires 

SEATTLE, Washington, August 31, 2004 (ENS) - The area burned by wildfires in 11 Western states could double by the end of the century if summer climate warms by slightly more than a degree and a half, say researchers with the U.S. Department of Agriculture Forest Service and Pacific Northwest Climate Impacts Group at the University of Washington. 

Montana, Wyoming and New Mexico appear acutely sensitive, especially to temperature changes, and fire seasons there may respond more dramatically to global warming than in states such as California and Nevada. 

Researchers have developed statistical relationships between observed climate and an 85 year record of fire extent during the 20th century and used them in conjunction with existing state-of-the-art global climate models. 

Fire breaks out in Wyoming's Bridger-Teton National Forest. (Photo courtesy National Interagency Fire Center)
"Models linking area burned in the Western states with fire season temperature predict that global warming will bring significant increases in fire extent," said Donald McKenzie of the USDA Forest Service's Pacific Wildland Fire Science Lab. 

"Such increases could have consequences for threatened and endangered species in ecosystems that experience increased fire because many such species are already restricted to specialized and fragmented habitat," he warned. 

McKenzie is lead author of "Climatic Change, Wildfire and Conservation," in the August issue of "Conservation Biology." His co-authors are Ze'ev Gedalof of the University of Guelph in Ontario, David Peterson of the USDA Forest Service, and Philip Mote, University of Washington climate scientist and Washington state climatologist. 

All are members of the University of Washington's Pacific Northwest Climate Impacts Group. 

Today, the forecast is for high pressure that will continue to build into the western states, allowing hot and dry conditions to persist through the day. The National Interagency Fire Center reports very high to extreme fire indices in Alaska, Arizona, California, Colorado, Nebraska, Nevada, South Dakota, Utah and Wyoming. 

The authors' analysis of past climate and fire histories showed that the most important variable is hot summer temperatures, more important than precipitation in most cases. 

Using what is considered a low end climate change scenario - a 1.6 degree Celsius increase in summer temperatures between 2070 and 2100 compared to temperatures from 1970 to 2000 - the area burned will increase by 1.4 to five times in western states except California and Nevada, where the increase is not so great. 

On the front lines of Montana's Bitterroot fire, summer 2000. (Photo courtesy NIFC)
Fire in California and Nevada appears to be relatively insensitive to changes in summer climate and the total area burned in these states may not respond strongly to changed climate. 

Parts of Northern California where warmer climate could affect the number and extent of fires, for example, are offset by areas in Southern California where fires are almost all caused by human activities and the combination of high temperatures and dry air associated with the Santa Ana winds, not temperature by itself, McKenzie says. 

At the other extreme are Montana, Wyoming and New Mexico. Montana is the most sensitive, with the models predicting a five-fold increase in mean area burned over the observed range in climate, the authors write. 

In Washington and Oregon, the effects will be intermediate because precipitation and temperature are both associated with fire extent in these states, rather than temperature alone. 

More frequent, more extensive fires in forest ecosystems will likely reduce the number and size of patches of older forests, the authors say. Corridors of wild areas between forests, through which species might migrate if their home territory goes up in flames, also could be affected, possibly eliminated. 

"The winners after fires in these cases are the weedy, adaptive, quickly reproducing species," McKenzie says. "The losers are the ones needing more stable environments." 1 
__________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

Exotic Mercury Soars to High on Tight Supply


LONDON - Exotic minor metal mercury winged its way to a more than two-decade high yesterday on a stoppage at the world's biggest producer and other supply problems. 

Free-market mercury, used to make batteries, thermometers and other products, was indicated at $470/530 a flask, having risen 50 percent from levels of $330 in mid-August to its highest since 1982. 

At the start of the year, prices stood around $200. 

Traders said a production halt by Minas de Almaden, the world's largest producer in Ciudad Real, central Spain, as well as flooding of a mine in Kyrgyzstan and shipment delays from Algeria have left the market seriously undersupplied. 

"The trouble is mercury is bad news environmentally, so the trade do not get involved with it," a trader said. 

The metal has been linked to neurological problems and is especially harmful to young children, infants or fetuses. It enters the environment when toxic waste is burned. 

There it builds up in the bodies of animals and fish that eat contaminated plants and drink contaminated water. 

Prohibitive storage requirements largely deter traders from holding mercury, resulting in little spare metal in the system to cope with supply hiccups. 

PRODUCER PROBLEMS 

On Monday, Almaden said it had not set a date for restarting production at its mercury plant, which closed at the end of July. 

The plant had only returned to normal production levels in mid-February after a five-month closure to upgrade its emissions system and reduce sulphur released during processing. 

"We still do not have a date to start production," Director General Jose Luis Ubanell told Reuters. Meanwhile, Kyrgyzstan's sole mercury producer, Khaidarkan, plans to produce 500 tonnes of the metal this year, up from 420 tonnes in 2003, but below capacity. 

The plant has annual capacity of over 600 tonnes of mercury, but its output fell after an accident in 2002 flooded its mines. 

After repairs finished in February, Khaidarkan managed to produce 260.1 tonnes of mercury in the first half of this year. 

Metallic mercury is found in liquid form and stored and transported in containers known as 76-lb (34.47 kg) flasks. Traders estimate the world market for mercury is somewhere in the region of 100,000 to 120,000 flasks a year. 

Minas de Almaden has produced an annual average of some 35,000 flasks in recent years, excluding last year when production was lower. 

It is mostly used in the production of caustic soda, batteries, thermometers and other products. 

LONG-TERM SURPLUS LOOMS 

However, mercury is a dying metal for some applications, and long-term surplus looms, traders said. 

The European Union (EU) will generate a huge stockpile of some 12,000 tonnes by 2020 as the chlor-alkali industry converts plants away from mercury. 

The chlor-alkali industry uses the most mercury in the EU when it manufactures chlorine by passing electricity through brine. Most plants in Western Europe use mercury as an electrode in this process to keep the reactive products apart. 

Also, many dentists still use mercury as an amalgam in fillings, often released into the atmosphere during cremations. The European Commission said up to 2,200 tonnes of mercury could be found in the dental fillings of people in EU and the EFTA countries - Norway, Switzerland, Iceland and Liechtenstein. 

(Additional reporting by Emma Graham-Harrison in Madrid and Olga Dzyubenko in Bishkek) 

Story by Martin Hayes 

Story Date: 1/9/2004 
The Guardian

Ministers break promises over nuclear waste 

Paul Brown and Rob Evans
Tuesday August 31, 2004
The Guardian 

Nuclear waste from overseas power stations has been sealed in concrete and buried in several miles of trenches in breach of official government policy, the Guardian can reveal. 

Ministers have repeatedly promised that nuclear waste from abroad will not be buried in British soil to make good a pledge that Britain will not become a nuclear waste dump for countries such as Japan, Germany, Italy and Switzerland. 

But it has now emerged that more than 10,000 cubic metres of foreign nuclear waste is buried at Drigg in Cumbria because it is too expensive to transport it back to the countries that produced it. If the waste was buried side by side the trench would stretch for more than 10 kilometres. 

It is part of an ever-increasing mountain of waste stored at more than 20 nuclear sites in Britain. Government advisers have warned that up to 20,000 million cubic metres of this waste will pile up in the coming years - and there is no way of disposing of nearly all of it. The government is currently spending £1.3bn and is planning to increase this to £2bn a year for the next 40 years to try to solve the mounting problems. 

The Guardian has learned from Department of Trade and Industry consultation documents and key advisers that the government is to announce a change in its official policy and start charging foreign governments for the service of storing their waste and subsequently disposing of it in concrete bunkers. 

Until now, the government has insisted that all the waste would be sent back but it now sees retaining foreign nuclear detritus as a money-spinning venture. 
Allowing Britain to become a dump for foreign waste would also remove another problem - the threat of terrorists hijacking the nuclear material while it was being transported from Britain to other countries. 

For decades, thousands of tonnes of spent fuel, containing plutonium and uranium, have been imported into Britain from nine countries which have contracts with the state-owned British Nuclear Fuels Ltd to have it reprocessed. 

Two BNFL plants at Sellafield in Cumbria dissolve the fuel in acid and extract the plutonium and uranium so that it can be returned to those countries either for storage or reuse in nuclear stations. 

In practice not even this has happened and the plutonium and uranium remain at Sellafield under guard. 

In addition there is 405 cubic metres of high level waste and 3,383 cubic metres of intermediate level waste belonging to foreign countries stored at Sellafield. 

The UK has more than 10,000 cubic metres of high level waste of its own and another 250,000 tonnes of intermediate level waste. Once packaged into containers suitable for disposal the waste can be 10 times as bulky. 

Britain's own waste is in a series of deteriorating buildings at Sellafield and at least 19 other sites around the UK. 

Norman Baker, the Liberal Democrat spokesman for the environment, said of the Guardian revelations: "This is a disgrace. We have enough dangerous nuclear waste of our own without scooping in other countries' waste. 

"The Treasury and Depart ment of Trade and Industry do not mind endangering the environment as they attempt to reduce the horrendous amount of taxpayer's money that the nuclear industry generates. This government cannot be trusted to tell the truth, look after the environment or deal with the nuclear industry in any sort of sensible way." 

Blake Lee-Harwood, campaigns director of Greenpeace, said: "It is absolutely shocking that the government is reneging on one of its key promises [that nuclear waste] would all be returned to its country of origin. 

"This bodes ill for the future imports of spent fuel and the planned return of other wastes." 

The government set up an expert committee of radioactive waste management to advise on what to do about the problem of nuclear waste. 

Due to report by 2006, the committee has been first try ing to discover exactly how much waste there is in Britain and will then consider how to get rid of the plutonium and uranium that has been produced from reprocessing. 

The committee chairman, Gordon MacKerron, admitted: "It has always seemed to me unlikely that all the foreign wastes would be returned." 

Laurence Williams, the chief health and safety inspector of Britain's nuclear sites, said his task was making sure the existing wastes stored round Britain were kept in a safe state. 

"The mind boggles that scientists and technicians who did all these complex tasks like building nine nuclear power stations in 11 years, and ... built hydrogen bombs and reprocessing plants, could at the same time have chucked highly active waste into silos with no thought how to get it out," he said. 

"This is what we now have to do, and it is no easy task." 

The Guardian has applied under the "open government" code for details of contracts between the British and Italian governments, but the DTI, which is responsible for BNFL, has refused to release anything. 

The DTI claims that disclosure of the "sensitive" information would embarrass the Italian government and create diplomatic tension between London and Rome. 

Nuclear waste is divided into three categories - high level, intermediate level and low level based on the level and type of radioactivity. 

Of most concern is the high level waste. It is so radioactive that it produces heat and has been kept in liquid form in tanks for up to 50 years at Sellafield before being turned into glass blocks for storage. The government admits that a quarter of this type of waste belongs to foreign governments. 

Intermediate level waste is not heat-producing and can be packaged in concrete for safety. Both these types need to be isolated from human contact for up to 200,000 years. 

The low level waste is by far the greatest volume and includes everything from gloves and overalls to large pieces of equipment and concrete. The only place to store this in Britain is Drigg, which will be full by 2050. 

Government advisers estimate that there will be enough low-level waste produced in the next 50 years to fill 15 Drigg dumps. 

The DTI was unable to comment on the disposal of foreign waste yesterday. 
__________________________________________________________________________
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T U E S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Annan ‘appalled’ by murder of 12 Nepalese civilian hostages in Iraq

*
UNESCO chief pleads for release of French journalists abducted in Iraq

*
Annan condemns Palestinian attack in Israel, calls for end to ‘heinous crimes’

*
Secretary-General condemns deadly terrorist bombing near Moscow subway station

*
Sudan: UN undertakes search for missing staff and aid workers in Darfur

*
Monitoring Group reports progress in follow-up to peace pledges in Côte d’Ivoire

*
Number of asylum seekers in industrialized countries plunges to 1987 level

*
Agreement reached on repatriating 10,000 DR of Congo refugees from CAR

*
Bangladesh: UN renews call for urgent aid to victims of worst flooding in years

*
Experts call for more women and youth participation in AIDS vaccine

*
UN expert urges donors to make good on reproductive health pledges 

*
UN chooses Costa Rican human rights expert as rapporteur on right to education

*
Moroccan Olympics star El Guerrouj to bring gold to UN child development plan

*
UN calls on Southeast Asia to redouble efforts to halt child landmine deaths

* * * * 
Iraq

31 August – Voicing his condemnation of the gruesome murder of a dozen Nepalese civilian hostages in Iraq, Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today he was especially concerned by the cruel use of the killings as a public spectacle.

Mr. Annan was “appalled and dismayed” by the murders of the 12 men and offered his deepest sympathy and condolences to the families of the victims, according to a statement released by his spokesman at UN Headquarters in New York.

“The Secretary-General is particularly disturbed by the cruel nature of these crimes and their use as public spectacle,” the spokesman’s statement read.

Saying the taking of hostages or the killing of innocent civilians can never be justified, Mr. Annan called for all hostages in Iraq to be released immediately and appealed to all sides to show respect for human life.

Meanwhile, the Secretary-General’s Deputy Special Representative in Iraq, Ross Mountain, today discussed developments in Najaf and Sadr City with Minister of State Daoud Kassem.

Iraqi authorities invited the United Nations to attend a national conference held today in Baghdad on the reconstruction and rehabilitation of Sadr City. The conference was attended by Prime Minister Iyad Allawi and members of his cabinet.

* * * 

Iraq

31 August – The head of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) today issued an urgent plea for the release of two French reporters held hostage in Iraq, vigourously condemning for the second time in a week the “shameful targeting” of journalists in the strife-torn country.

Christian Chesnot, a correspondent for Radio France International, and Georges Malbrunot of the daily Le Figaro are being held by militants demanding that France rescind a ban on Muslim female students wearing headscarves in schools, according to a video aired on the Al-Jazeera Arabic television station.

“It is totally unacceptable that conflicting factions should use them [the journalists] as pawns in their struggle. Such attacks will not contribute to the well-being of the people of Iraq. Such actions are contrary to the teaching of Islam,” UNESCO Director-General Koïchiro Matsuura said.

“I am deeply distressed by the shameful targeting of media professionals in Iraq and wish to pay tribute to their courage and their exemplary commitment to freedom of expression,” he added.

According to the International News Safety Institute, 51 media workers from 16 countries have died covering the Iraq conflict. The heaviest toll has been paid by Iraqi journalists – 28 of them have been killed.

Over the past several months Mr. Matsuura has issued numerous condemnations of the murder of journalists in various countries, calling them an attack on society as a whole. Only last Saturday he denounced reported killing in Iraq of Italian reporter Enzo Baldoni as a “flagrant disregard for civilian lives and for the most fundamental human values.”

* * *

Middle East

31 August – The United Nations today strongly condemned the double deadly terrorist attack in the Israeli city of Beersheba, with Secretary-General Kofi Annan calling on the Palestinian Authority to do everything possible to bring the perpetrators to justice and “put an end to such heinous crimes.” 

In a statement released by his spokesman, Mr. Annan sent his deepest sympathy and condolences to the families of the victims of the attack that killed at least 15 people and wounded many more.

The Security Council was briefed by the Secretariat on the terrorist attacks and issued a press statement saying the members “strongly condemned these bombings that resulted in the loss of innocent live.”

The 15-member body also condemned all other acts of terrorism, “denounced the escalation of violence in the Middle East and called on all the parties for the continuation of the Middle East peace process,” the Council President, Russian Ambassador Andrey Denisov, said.

* * *

Russian Federation

31 August – Expressing his dismay at “yet another terrorist attack in the Russian Federation,” Secretary-General Kofi Annan denounced today’s deadly bombing outside an underground railway station in Moscow.

Mr. Annan “condemns in strongest terms this criminal act” and offers his condolences to the Russian people and to the families of the victims, he said in a statement issued by his spokesman at UN Headquarters in New York.

Media reports say at least eight people were killed and many others injured when a car exploded this evening local time near the entrance to the Rizhskaya subway station in the Russian capital.

* * *

Sudan

31 August – United Nations officials are conducting a search-and-rescue operation in the strife-torn Darfur region of Sudan to find three UN humanitarian workers and five staff from non-governmental organizations (NGOs) who have not been heard from since Saturday.

The last radio contact with the three local workers for the World Food Programme (WFP) and the five members of the Sudanese Red Crescent was at about 3 p.m. on Saturday near the town of Shangel Tubai, about 30 kilometres south of the North Darfur provincial capital of El Fasher, UN spokesman Stephane Dujarric told reporters today.

Mr. Dujarric said the UN, which is being supported by the Sudanese Government in its efforts, is using a helicopter to try to locate the missing workers. It has also set up a crisis management centre in El Fasher.

He said that Khartoum and the two Darfur rebel groups, the Sudan Liberation Army (SLA) and the Justice and Equality Movement (JEM), have assured the UN that they will make every effort to obtain information on the whereabouts of the missing workers.

UN agencies and NGOs have been operating in Darfur and neighbouring Chad since last year to try to alleviate what has been described as the world’s worst current humanitarian crisis. About 1.2 million people are internally displaced in Darfur and another 200,000 have fled to Chad because of frequent attacks by militias, as well as fighting between Khartoum and the SLA and JEM.

Meanwhile, in Abuja, Nigeria, talks aimed at resolving the political dispute between the Sudanese Government and the rebels are continuing, with today’s discussion focusing on humanitarian issues.

Mr. Dujarric said the African Union (AU), supported by the UN, has presented the parties to the talks with a detailed draft paper assessing the humanitarian situation in Darfur.

The World Health Organization (WHO) has also released an update showing that the number of suspected hepatitis E cases in Darfur and Chad has risen to nearly 3,400, with at least 71 deaths. The agency said some of the cases at a refugee camp in Chad could be linked to acute jaundice instead.

WHO said the inhabitants of Darfur and eastern Chad, where the refugees are located, still face the risk of malnutrition, malaria, measles, meningitis, diarrhoeal diseases, respiratory infections and other ailments.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

31 August – Reinforcing its commitment to a 2003 peace pact that ended Côte d’Ivoire’s fierce civil war, the Government has followed through on pledges made last month at a summit co-hosted by United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan by transferring sweeping powers from the President to the Prime Minister, a group set up to monitor progress says in a report released today.

The submission by the tripartite Monitoring Group, made up of representatives of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), the African Union (AU) and the UN Mission in Côte d’Ivoire (ONUCI), are forwarded to the Security Council by Mr. Annan.

Under the Accra III agreement signed by Côte d’Ivoire’s political leaders in late July, President Laurent Gbagbo pledged to turn over multi-faceted responsibilities to Prime Minister Seydou Diarra, who is from the North and viewed as a consensus figure, until the next election.

The Government of Mr. Gbagbo, who was formerly jailed and exiled during a long fight against one-party rule, controls the south, while his opponents control the north. French forces known as Licorne and UN peacekeepers are stationed in between.

On 9 August, Mr. Gbagbo issued a decree to the effect that the Prime Minister shall “initiate and coordinate” government policy, receiving “some of the authority” vested in the President, including the authority to define national reconciliation policy with respect to the 2003 Linas-Marcoussis Agreement.

Among many other duties, Mr. Diarra would translate government policy into a national reconstruction programme, coordinate relations with development and financing agencies, and ensure implementation of the Government’s policy on the cantonment, demobilization, disarmament and reintegration of combatants. In addition, he would prepare schedules for credible and transparent elections.

Other decrees issued earlier this month restored three opposition leaders to their ministerial duties. They were the Minister of Technical Education and Professional Training, Youssouf Soumahoro, Minister of State in the Ministry of Communications, Guillaume Kigbafori Soro, and the Minister of State in the Ministry of Economic Infrastructure, Patrick Achi.

* * * 

Asylum seekers

31 August – The average number of people seeking asylum each month in over two dozen industrialized countries has plummeted to a low point not seen in 17 years, the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said today.

“The total number of claims in all 30 industrialized countries during the first six months of 2004 is 22 percent lower than during the first half of 2003,” spokesman Rupert Colville told a press briefing in Geneva. “The monthly average for the first half of this year is at its lowest level since 1987.”

France, the United States, the United Kingdom, Germany and Austria were the top five countries of asylum during the period, he said.

The 25 European countries included in the report received 147,340 claims during the first six months of this year, a drop of 18 per cent compared to the same period last year, Mr. Colville said.
Among the 20 EU member countries, the 14 older members of the European Union (EU) included in the report fell by 20 per cent compared to the same six-month period last year.

The six newer EU States, however, saw an increase of 31 per cent during the first six months of this year and together formed the only region to show a major increase during the second quarter of 2004, Mr. Colville said. Japan experienced an increase in both quarters.

In the second quarter, applications in Cyprus went up 90 per cent to 2,110, mainly from Bangladeshis who had entered the country on student visas. Slovakia’s applications went up 52 per cent to over 3,800 and Poland’s went up 34 per cent to 1,770. In all three cases the rise cancelled out much of the decreases of the previous quarter, he said.

Russians – most believed to be Chechens – were the largest group seeking asylum, with 7,310 during the second quarter, he said. People from Serbia and Montenegro were in second place, followed by Chinese, Turks and Indians.

The numbers of Afghans and Iraqis continued to decline, but less sharply than over most of the past year. The number of Somalis also fell heavily for the third quarter running, Mr. Colville said.

* * * 

DR of Congo

31 August – Some 10,000 people who fled the fighting in the northwest Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) and sought refuge in the Central African Republic (CAR) up to two years ago could return home by the end of December under a new agreement between the two governments and the United Nations refugee agency.

The Congolese refugees from Equateur Province have been living in Bangui, CAR’s capital, and a settlement at Molangue, 80 kilometres to the southwest, according to Rupert Colville, the spokesman for the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).

UNHCR teams have designated two repatriation routes for voluntary refugees, one from Bangui to a refugee centre in Zongo and another to Batanga, Libenga and Gemena, with new refugee centres to be opened in the latter two towns, he said.

* * *

Bangladesh

31 August – With only a third of the $210 million flash appeal for last month’s devastating floods in Bangladesh in hand, drinking water in short supply, and farmers in urgent need of seeds, the United Nations Resident Coordinator for the country today urged donors not to forget the disaster which killed 900 people and displaced 4 million more.

“After surviving weeks of massive flooding, rural populations in Bangladesh are now facing months of painful and protracted misery because they have much reduced income,” Jorgen Lissner said ahead of a donor meeting in Geneva.

“They have no income, damaged shelters, few assets, and are highly vulnerable to disease,” he added, calling the present situation a “quiet disaster” since the crisis from the worst flooding in years remained while earlier worldwide attention had ebbed.

The floods wiped out large areas of croplands and damaged more than 4 million homes, but little more than $60 million in aid has so far come in from the international community, Elizabeth Byrs of the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) told a news briefing in Geneva.

Thousands of water sources are still contaminated by floodwater. Many farmers’ seed stocks were swept away, with the time for planting the new crop fast ending. They need seeds now if the next harvest in November is to meet the future food requirements of the south Asian country’s over 140 million people.

More than half the population is dependent on agriculture to earn a living. With that sector now struggling, farmers and labourers have lost vital income opportunities. Alternative sources of income, especially for the poor, need to be generated quickly.

Likewise, small business owners are struggling. The flood damaged or destroyed the assets of many entrepreneurs who will need support to regain their livelihoods.

* * *

HIV/AIDS

31 August – With women at least twice as likely to become infected with HIV as men when exposed to the virus that causes AIDS – and six times as vulnerable in parts of sub-Saharan Africa – HIV vaccine clinical trials must be geared towards meeting their needs, the United Nations health agency said today.

“In spite of the epidemiological reality, women and adolescents, especially girls, have often had minimal involvement in clinical trials of HIV vaccines, as compared to men. This is in spite of the fact that they would be major beneficiaries of a future HIV vaccine,” said Saladin Osmanov, Acting Coordinator of the HIV Vaccine Initiative of the World Health Organization (WHO) and the Joint UN Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS).

Reasons women are not covered include their lack of empowerment and education as well as prevailing discrimination, according to a meeting of 40 international experts organized by WHO and UNAIDS in Lausanne, Switzerland, last week on vaccine research for the epidemic which infects 5 million people and kills 3 million every year.

Pregnancy and the potential effects of a candidate vaccine on a foetus, and stigma associated with high-risk behaviour also play a role.

“We have identified measures aimed at rectifying the injustice stemming from the frequent exclusion or low participation of women and adolescents in HIV vaccine clinical trials,” Ruth Macklin, co-Chair of the meeting and a bioethics professor at the Albert Einstein College of Medicine in New York, told the gathering convened to address issues of gender, age and race in HIV vaccine-related research and clinical trials.

“Clinical trial enrolment needs to be more inclusive, so the benefits of research are more fairly distributed,” she added. Girls and young women aged 15-24 make up 62 per cent of young people in developing countries living with HIV or AIDS.

Recommendations included choosing trial sites with enrolments that include appropriate numbers of people from different sub-groups and trying to better understand the barriers that have prevented wider participation.

“Women and girls are particularly vulnerable to HIV infection for biological, social and economic reasons,” Catherine Hankins, Chief Scientific Advisor at UNAIDS told the meeting. Youth and young adults are also at high risk for HIV. About half of new HIV infections in the developing world occur among 15 to 24 year olds.

More than 30 promising new candidate HIV vaccines are currently being tested in 19 countries, double the number of four years ago. While there has been a lack of incentive by the private sector to engage in product development, in June the Group of Eight (G-8) leading industrial countries endorsed a global plan to accelerate the effort.

* * *

Population

31 August – Developing countries have made tremendous strides in improving reproductive health and tackling women’s rights issues, but rich nations have only paid a little more than half of the $6.1 billion they pledged for these goals a decade ago at a watershed United Nations population conference, a senior United Nations official said today.

Thoraya Ahmed Obaid, the Executive Director of the UN Population Fund (UNFPA), made her comments in an address to “Countdown 2015,” a global round table discussion in London organized by non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to mark the 10th anniversary of the 1994 International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD).

Countries incorporated the ICPD Programme of Action into their national policies, and have reconfirmed their commitment to it in regional meetings, but “they are hampered by inadequate support from rich nations,” she said.

Ms. Obaid told a subsequent news conference that a recent UNFPA survey answered by 169 governments showed that most have taken steps since 1994 to empower women and address key reproductive health concerns.

“But it also showed that much more needs to be done to improve maternal health, slow the spread of HIV/AIDS and ensure adequate supplies of essential contraceptive commodities,” she said.

The donors’ share of funding for contraceptive supplies, plus condoms for the prevention of HIV/AIDS infection, has declined by one-third since 1994, but the need for such commodities will grow 40 per cent by 2015, she said. Meanwhile, UNFPA has collected $3.1 billion of the $6.1 million pledged.

“In 2004, it is a crime that women still die because they are having babies,” Ms. Obaid added, referring to the persistence of high maternal death rates in many developing countries, especially among poor and young women.

* * *
Education

31 August – A Costa Rican professor and adviser with a long record of advocating for the protection of human rights has been selected by the United Nations to serve as the world body’s Special Rapporteur on the right to education.

The UN Commission on Human Rights, based in Geneva, announced yesterday that it has appointed Vernor Muñoz Villalobos to the post – which examines obstacles to the right to education and identifies ways to remove them – initially until 2007.

Mr. Muñoz Villalobos, who currently works in the office of the Costa Rican Ombudsman, is a professor of civil rights at the Latina University of Costa Rica and a human rights adviser. The Commission said he also has a long history of integrating human rights issues into mainstream planning in the field of education.

In his new post, Mr. Muñoz Villalobos will be required to frame recommendations on how to promote and protect the right to education, gather and analyze information about its current state, and review how the right to education relates to other human rights.

Announcing the appointment, Commission Chairman Mike Smith also praised Mr. Muñoz Villalobos’ predecessor, Katarina Tomasevski, who served in the position from its inauguration in 1998 until July this year.

* * *

Children

31 August – Morocco’s double Olympic gold medallist Hicham El Guerrouj will be using his popularity and fame on the track later this year to promote a United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) early childhood development campaign targeting children in the critical toddler phase.

Proceeds from greeting cards by Mr. El Guerrouj, an active UNICEF Goodwill Ambassador, will go to early childhood projects on the all-important factors of health, nutrition, cognitive and social skills development for young children up to the age of three.

“I thank him for being a source of inspiration to Morocco’s youth. Hicham El Guerrouj’s victory goes beyond the Olympic Arena,” UNICEF representative in Morocco Maie Ayoub von Kohl said of the 1,500-metres world record holder. “He has become a leader in his own right and young Moroccans, boys and girls, look up to him as a role model. His perseverance, integrity, and willpower, have made it possible for him surpass himself again and again.” 

Sometimes called “Mr. Iode” for his fervent advocacy of iodized salt campaigns in Morocco, Mr. El Guerrouj recently participated in a fundraising event with UNICEF Belgian National Comity for education centres aiming at providing an education for young girls involved in domestic labour in the Marrakesh region of Morocco.

“We are proud to have El Guerrouj as our Goodwill Ambassador,” Ms. Von Kohl said. “For El Guerrouj, winning is not enough. He sets up new records, and this pattern is having a double impact on Moroccan youth.”

* * * 

Landmines

31 August – With landmines and other unexploded ordnance (UXO) continuing indiscriminately to maim and kill children across Southeast Asia, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) is calling on regional governments to redouble their efforts to clean up the devastating waste from decades of war.

“Children are particularly vulnerable to landmines and UXO,” senior UNICEF official Patrick Hennessy told a three-day Regional Workshop on Mine Clearance and Victim Assistance in Southeast Asia, which opened yesterday in Bangkok, Thailand.

“They like to explore, they like to play with objects they find and they cannot read signs warning them of danger. Children also frequently undertake household tasks that involve going near or through mine-affected areas. In Viet Nam, they account for half of all mine-related injuries and one-third of all deaths,” he added.

The region contains some of the most heavily mined countries in the world. Landmines and UXO are a danger to children in nearly half of all villages in Cambodia and nearly one-quarter of all villages in Laos. Up to 800,000 tons of UXO and 3.5 million landmines still cover Viet Nam, where over 100,000 people have been killed or injured since 1975.

The effect on children is particularly vicious. Some 85 per cent of youngsters who step on landmines die before they reach hospital. Those who survive are often denied their basic rights. They are excluded from school and left with little chance to marry, find work or contribute to their families and societies. Rehabilitation clinics are often too far away or too expensive to access, although children need more care than adults. As they grow, new prostheses need to be fitted regularly, and a child survivor may have to undergo several amputations, since bone grows more quickly than surrounding tissue.

The workshop is being hosted by the Thai Government as part of preparations for the First World Summit on Landmines in Nairobi, Kenya, from 29 November to 3 December, which will focus on clearing/marking mined areas, educating people at risk, destroying stockpiles, providing assistance to landmine victims and universalizing ratification of the Mine Ban Treaty, already ratified by 141 states.

Conflict-related injuries represent the fourth leading cause of all fatal injuries worldwide. Twenty countries are attending the workshop: Afghanistan, Australia, Austria, Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Canada, China, Indonesia, Japan, Kenya, Laos, Malaysia, Mozambique, Myanmar, Norway, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, the United States and Viet Nam.

* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

DAILY PRESS BRIEFING BY THE OFFICE OF THE SPOKESMAN FOR THE SECRETARY-GENERAL
Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Stéphane Dujarric, Associate Spokesman for Secretary-General Kofi Annan.

Good afternoon.  

**Secretary-General’s Statement on Middle East
Starting off with a statement on the Middle East.
The Secretary-General strongly condemns the double terrorist attack today in the Israeli city of Beersheba that killed at least 15 people and wounded many more.  He sends his deepest sympathy and condolences to the families of the victims.  The Secretary-General calls on the Palestinian Authority to do everything possible to bring the perpetrators to justice and to put an end to such heinous crimes.  We have copies of the statement available upstairs.
**Sudan
Turning to the Sudan:  A search and rescue operation with helicopter is underway today to locate the three local staff of the World Food Programme (WFP) with whom radio contact was lost on Saturday in Darfur, Sudan.  Also missing are five Sudanese Red Crescent staff.
The last radio contact with the aid workers was at 3:00 p.m. on Saturday, in the vicinity of Shangel Tubai, approximately 30 kilometres south of El Fashir.
The local Sudanese authorities and the rebel groups, SLA and JEM, have assured the United Nations that they are exerting all efforts to assist in providing any information that might get on their whereabouts.
A Crisis Management Centre has been established in El Fashir.
**Sudan - Humanitarian Situation
The political talks in Abuja, Nigeria, are continuing today and the discussions are focused on the humanitarian cluster.
The African Union, with the support of the United Nations partners, presented the parties with a consolidated draft paper on humanitarian assessment.
On the humanitarian front, we have available upstairs health updates from the World Health Organization (WHO) concerning Sudanese internally displaced persons in Darfur, as well as Sudanese refugees in Chad.  It contains facts and figures on the situation of clean drinking water and sanitation, hepatitis E, cholera, and other health problems and needs.
**Iraq
From Iraq, our team in Baghdad reports that the Secretary-General’s Deputy Special Representative, RossMountain, today met with Daoud Kassem, Iraq’s Minister of State and discussed the developments in Najaf and Al Thawra City, also known as Al-SadrCity, in Baghdad.  Iraqi authorities invited the United Nations to attend a national conference held today in Baghdad on the reconstruction and rehabilitation of Al Thawra City.
The conference was attended by Prime Minister Allawi and members of his cabinet.  A large number of tribal and religious leaders representing Al Thawra City discussed directly with the Iraqi officials the development programmes that need to be undertaken in there.  More information on this is available upstairs.
**UNESCO
From the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), we have a statement making an urgent plea for the release of two French journalists currently held hostage in Iraq.  The pair, Christian Chesnot and Georges Malbrunot, disappeared ten days ago on the road between Baghdad and Najaf.
UNESCO’s Director-General, Koichiro Matsuura, said it’s unacceptable that conflicting factions in Iraq should use the pair as pawns.  He also condemned the targeting of journalists in Iraq.  We have more information upstairs in a UNESCO press release.
**Security Council
Turning to the Security Council:  Members of the Council are today holding consultations on Burundi.
Jean-Marie Guéhenno, Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations, briefed the Council on the Secretary-General’s most recent report on Burundi, which came out on the racks yesterday, and which we have already flagged for you.
Today is also the last day of the Russian presidency of the Security Council.  Starting tomorrow, Spain assumes the Security Council presidency for the month of September.
**UNHCR
The number of asylum seekers in industrialized countries has dropped to the lowest level in 17 years, according to statistics released by the UNHCR, the United Nations Refugee Agency.
According to UNHCR, the total number of asylum claims in 30 industrialized countries during the first six months of 2004 was 22 per cent lower than during the first half of 2003.  In addition, the monthly average for the first half of this year is at its lowest level since 1987.
France, the United States, the United Kingdom, Germany and Austria were the top five countries of asylum over this period.  Russians -- most of whom are believed to be Chechens -- were still the top group seeking asylum, followed by nationals of Serbia and Montenegro, China, Turkey and India.  And more information is available upstairs from UNHCR.
**Bangladesh
From Bangladesh, the United Nations Resident Coordinator in Bangladesh is urging donors not to forget the devastating floods there, which killed 900 people and displaced four million others.  The United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs says so far, only one third of the $210 million requested through a flash appeal has been received.
Many flood victims still have no income and are vulnerable to disease, and drinking water is in short supply.  Also, because many seed stocks were swept away, and the deadline for planting new crops is swiftly approaching, farmers need seeds now if the next harvest is to meet the country’s future food requirements.  More than half of all Bangladeshis are dependent on agriculture as their livelihood.
**HIV/AIDS
A meeting organized by UNAIDS and the World Health Organization stressed the need for greater participation of women and adolescents in HIV vaccine clinical trials.
Experts at the meeting, which took place over the weekend in Lausanne, Switzerland, said that women exposed to HIV are at least twice as likely to become infected with the virus as their male counterparts.  AIDS also places young people at high risk, with about half of the new HIV infections in the developing world affecting people between the ages of 15 and 24.  We have a press release from UNAIDS upstairs.
**Cyprus
Also upstairs, we have a press release from Cyprus, announcing the latest meeting of the Committee on Missing Persons.
**UNEP
The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) announced today the publication of the latest issue of their magazine, called Our Planet.  The issue examines the role of women throughout the developing world in the use and care of the natural environment.
**UNICEF Goodwill Ambassador Hicham El Guerrouj
And finally, an Olympic note, even though the Games are now over -- Morocco’s double Olympic gold medalist, Hicham El Guerrouj, will be using his popularity and fame on the track later this year to promote UNICEF’s early childhood development campaign, which targets children in the critical toddler phase.  El Guerrouj is an active Goodwill Ambassador for UNICEF.  
Proceeds from the campaign will go to early childhood projects in Morocco, in areas such as health, nutrition and social skills development for young children up to the age of three.
And that’s it for me.  Do you have any questions?
**Questions and Answers
Question:  The report on Sudan -- could you tell us the status?  We understand Mr. Pronk has handed it in to the Secretary-General.  Was this done directly?  Is the Secretary-General back?  We thought he was on vacation.
Associate Spokesman:  No, the Secretary-General continues to be on holiday.  He has received the report, or was supposed to have at least received it by noon today.  He and Mr. Pronk did have a phone conversation earlier today, in which Mr. Pronk briefed him on his mission.  

We expect the Council members to receive an advance English-only copy of the report prior to the Council meeting, which is scheduled on Thursday morning.

And we do expect, also, Mr. Pronk to take your questions at the stakeout following the open part of the Security Council meeting on Thursday.

Question:  Don’t we have a briefing with the Spanish Ambassador on Thursday?

Associate Spokesman:  Yes, you also do have a meeting with the Spanish Ambassador on Thursday, but we’ll try to fit all those pieces of the puzzle in.

That’s it?  Thank you very much. 

* *** *
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� HYPERLINK  \l "NorthKorea" ��ENS - Forests, Rivers, Air and Animals of North Korea Assessed� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Pollution" ��Agence France-Presse - Reliance on coal worsens environmental pollution in North Korea/ UNEP�


 � HYPERLINK  \l "Environment" ��ENN - U.N. report on North Korea environment says outlook is tough�


� HYPERLINK  \l "BarentsSea" ��Lloyd's List - UN issues warning on Barents Sea risk�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Report" ��Japan Economic Newswire - Rare U.N. report bares Korea's water, air & forest concerns�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Thirst" ��Canadian Business.com - Thirst for change�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Focus" ��Financial Post (Canada)   - A focus on a 'clean' slate
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